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SPORT AND SOCIETY FOR H-ARETE 
                     SEPTEMBER 5, 2000 
 
Sometimes I am amazed by the news from the world of sport, but 
most of the time that's because I forget where I am. The recent 
flap over the Supreme Court ruling on prayer at high school 
football games is a case in point. This should not surprise me 
at all as for the past thirty-five years I have lived in, or all 
too near, the Bible Belt. 
 
Since at least the Second Great Awakening in the middle-third of 
the 19th century, the South has been dominated religiously and 
culturally by evangelical Protestantism, a religious movement 
that evolved, dare I use that term, into a multitude of forms. 
The proliferation of Protestant sects turned much of the nation 
into a Protestant world of non-denominational Christianity, and 
in the South it was a distinctive culture built around the 
defense of slavery. 
 
Evangelical Protestantism in its plethora of Methodist, Baptist, 
and other varieties is the heart and soul of Southern Culture. 
It came to occupy that position through its enthusiastic support 
of "the South," an entity build upon the rock of what historian 
W. J. Cash called "the common brotherhood of the white man."  As 
the region put its wagons in a circle and emphasized the defense 
of its "peculiar institution," immigrants and other outsiders 
found themselves unwelcome in or avoiding the region. 
 
God was transformed into a paternal planter ruling over an 
idyllic society, built upon traditional American and Christian 
values. The Union victory in the Civil War, and more 
significantly the creation of the "Lost Cause," cemented this 
view into Southern life. By the end of the 19th century the 
Christian South was set in stone and it began its defense 
against the encroachment of modernity. 
 
Until the later third of the 20th century this defense centered 
on the preservation of segregation. That having failed, white 
Christian Southerners have taken the fall- back position, a 
defense of "traditional Christian values." 
 
In a society in which the vast majority of the population, or at 
least a vast majority of the white population, shares these 
values, life proceeds with little disruption. Unfortunately for 
"true Christian Southerners" the world has changed. Throughout 
the Bible Belt newcomers have arrived with their strange accents 
and odd religious beliefs. The monolithic society has become a 
pluralistic one. 
 
The emergence of the Sun Belt, an economic development driven 
ironically by the Southern dominance of important Congressional 
Committees, has produced a boom and attracted populations from 
all over the cultural map. Midwestern Catholics, northeastern 
Catholics and Jews, Latin and Hispanic Catholics, Buddhists, 
Muslims, Hindus, and alas even atheists and agnostics arrived in 
the Bible Belt without their Bibles and sometimes without God. 
 
I remember when I first moved to Memphis in the mid-Sixties 
being asked if I were a Christian, and learning very quickly 
that as a Catholic I was not. Memphis bragged that it was a city 
with "more churches than gas stations," and precious few of 
those churches were outside the Protestant fold. And if there 
was such a thing as a Protestant gas station, Memphis had them. 
 
In the isolation of the Bible Belt there is an assumption that 
everyone is Christian, and if you are not, you are not a 
reliable member of the community. There was also an assumption 
that if you were not a Southerner you were not quite right and 
would never be totally accepted in the Southern world. 
 
Therefore it should surprise no one that the battleground over 
prayer at football games, football being another religious tenet 
of southern culture, is found in the Bible Belt, a swath of land 
across the southern states that coincides with the Confederacy. 
It should surprise no one that this is where the Confederate 
battle flag is venerated and where the strongest resistance to 
desegregation was found. It is also the center of the culture 
wars of the past two decades. 
 
That the center of resistance is South Carolina and within the 
Congressional District of Congressman Lindsay Graham is no 
accident. Congressman Graham was one of those who used the 
Clinton impeachment as a forum for an attack on the cultural 
developments of the past forty years. Graham appeared on ESPN on 
Sunday to defend both prayer at football games and his 
constituents, while promising that Christian America will rise 
again. 
 
If one examines the history of the unity of church and state in 
the United States it is nearly always to be found in locations 
where one church or one religious viewpoint dominates. Until the 
mid-20th century Massachusetts Catholics were able to use their 
political power to prevent the spread of birth control 
information and devices. In Utah the Mormon view often 
dominates. 
 
In the American South the "Christians" have resisted every 
intrusion of modernity since the early 19th century from reform, 
anti-slavery and evolution to desegregation, alcoholic 
beverages, and modern art. Whether or not Southern Christians 
will triumph and reverse the flow of time and the merciless 
crush of modern culture is a question probably already settled. 
 
In some of the small towns of the South pluralism has not yet 
arrived, and although the Civil War ended nearly 140 years ago 
they have never cried surrender. 
 
How about we pray for them at the next football game! 
 
On Sport and Society this is Dick Crepeau reminding you that you 
don't have to be a good sport to be a bad loser. 
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